Preface to the Fordham
University Press Edition

Fifteen years ago, when we launched the New York State Lincoln on
Democracy project to provide readers in Poland with access to the
words of America’s greatest and most eloquent president, we had little
reason to imagine that the idea would blossom into something of an
international phenomenon.
At the outset, our goal was simply to supply a text for library
shelves in a newly emerging democratic republic—shelves that stood
barren after years of Communist censorship. Our response was to offer
the words of the world’s most recognizable and inspiring apostle of
freedom and equality. Teachers from Poland’s Solidarity Union had
come all the way to Albany, New York, to visit the Governor’s office
and ask if there was some way to generate such a collection.
These brave and modest educators might well have settled for a
Xeroxed edition bound in notebooks. But thanks to the work of a team
of dedicated scholars and advisors, a gifted group of translators, a
visionary publisher, and of course the timeless impact of Lincoln’s
brilliant writing, a modest printing project grew into a serious and, we
learned, widely appealing book.
Lincoln O Demokracji appeared in Warsaw early 1990, followed
quickly by the English-language edition, Lincoln on Democracy,
which went through five hardcover printings and then a successful paperback edition that remained a staple in college courses for years.
The critics were kind. ‘‘This isn’t simply another Lincoln book,’’
wrote the Chicago Tribune. ‘‘In an America where the gap between
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the rich and the poor continues to widen, where racial prejudice is far
from dead, where democratic ideals have been lost in the exercise of
‘practical politics,’ it is good to hear Lincoln’s words again. Very
good.’’ The St. Louis Post-Dispatch wrote: ‘‘Lincoln on Democracy
could well become the essential one-volume Lincoln portrait for generations to come. To read his words is to appreciate that he was not
only America’s greatest President, but also its most responsible citizen.’’ And the Library Journal called it ‘‘a gem of a collection, for all
libraries.’’1
In 1991, the book won the Barondess-Lincoln Award from the Civil
War Round Table of New York as best Lincoln book of the year, and
also earned a special award of achievement from the Abraham Lincoln
Association in Springfield, Illinois.
Even more heartening, a Japanese-language edition appeared later
in 1991, followed quickly by Lincoln al Democracy, a Hebrew adaptation issued in Israel, and even Lincoln Tentang Demokrasi, which in
1996 became perhaps the first book of Lincoln’s writings ever published in Indonesia. Our only disappointment during this period was
the inability of publishers in Moscow and the Arab-speaking world to
muster the resources (the interest was strong) to issue translations of
their own. Perhaps that day will yet come.
In the meantime, though the American edition eventually went out
of print—not surprising after a decade and a half—we continued to
receive requests for the book, along with heartening expressions of its
impact on its readers.
Fortuitously, Fordham University Press proposed in 2004 to reissue
the book and make it again widely available to students, Lincoln aficionados, and citizen readers yearning for the day when politics inspired literature—not just among observers, but among politicians
themselves. This new edition is the result.
. . . . . . . . . .
The editors have made only a handful of changes from the original
1990 edition, and they are worth enumerating here.
When the book first appeared, the distinguished Lincoln scholar
Herbert Mitgang praised it in a review for the New York Times, but
signaled his disappointment that the excerpt from Lincoln’s 1848
1. ‘‘Lincoln essays still translate intro truth,’’ Chicago Tribune, November 19, 1990;
Dennis Brown, ‘‘As Lincoln Defined Democracy,’’ St. Louis Post-Dispatch, November 4,
1990; Library Journal, October 15, 1990.
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speech to the House of Representatives against the Mexican War had
omitted the young Congressman’s prescient, and chilling, warning to
leaders who would order Americans into armed conflict with insufficient cause.2 Mitgang was correct, and this new edition gives us the
opportunity to correct our mistake by adding this paragraph to the
speech (page 35). The words have never seemed more timely.
Another unexpected but fascinating reaction came from a wellrespected writer from Rye, New York, whom one of the editors of this
book had known for years as a fellow parent of children in the local
public schools. Gurney Williams—whose daughters Kim and Ashley,
it should be noted, have gone on to fine acting careers in film and
television—informed us that he was the descendant of nineteenthcentury Quaker leader Eliza C. Gurney. He was delighted that we had
published Lincoln’s deeply moving letter to her, but wanted to point
out that the version we used contained a word inconsistent with that in
a copy he had retained in the Gurney family archives. Williams had a
point: ‘‘contentious’’ is not quite the same as ‘‘conscientious.’’ With
thanks to him for his close reading, not to mention his distinguished
family tree, we are delighted to have the opportunity to correct this
miscue, and here present a fresh, properly edited version of this important manuscript (page 331).
. . . . . . . . . .
In addition to Herbert Mitgang and Gurney Williams, a number of
people have earned our sincere thanks for helping to bring this new
edition of Lincoln on Democracy into print.
First and foremost, the editors want to thank our extraordinarily
generous friend, Tony Bennett, who painted the watercolor of the Lincoln Memorial that appears on the cover, and generously allowed us
to use it for this book. Its expressiveness and power fully reflect his
gifts with brush and song alike, a talent and optimism that once inspired radio commentator Jonathan Schwartz to dub him ‘‘the most
popular man in America.’’ Schwartz will get no argument from us.
What is more, like the editors of this book, Tony also hails from
Queens, New York, which elevates him to even higher status. We thank
him for allowing Lincoln to inspire him, and then for permitting us to
showcase the result to inspire others.
2. Herbert Mitgang, ‘‘New Lesson in Democracy, by Abraham Lincoln,’’ New York
Times, October 31, 1990.
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At Fordham University Press, former director Saverio Procario first
contracted for the reissued edition, and current director Robert
Oppedisano and his excellent staff have worked to make it a reality.
We thank them for their interest and professionalism. And we acknowledge again our original, visionary editor Simon Michael Bessie,
assistant editor Amy Gash, and our intrepid literary agent, Geri
Thoma.
We remain as mindful today as we were in 1990 of the contributions
of the historian/editors who in 1990 helped to select entries for the
collection, and then provided introductions to frame and analyze them.
All, not surprisingly, have gone on to even greater heights in scholarly
achievement and public service in the years since, making us even
more appreciative of their efforts on behalf of the Lincoln on Democracy Project. Once again we thank Gabor Boritt of Gettysburg College; Charles B. Strozier of the John Jay College; dean of Lincoln
scholars Richard Nelson Current; James M. McPherson of Princeton;
Mark E. Neely, Jr., of Penn State; Hans L. Trefousse of the City University of New York; and Frank J. Williams, then President of the
Abraham Lincoln Association, now Chairman of the Lincoln Forum
and Chief Justice of the Rhode Island Supreme Court. Sadly, one of
our contributors recently left us—too soon. The late William E. Gienapp of Harvard was a brilliant scholar and a lovely man, and we miss
him.
Finally, thanks go to our families, for their patient endurance during
all the hours we work on this and other Lincoln projects—not to mention our full-time jobs. Matilda Raffa Cuomo and Edith Spiegel Holzer
have so far endured, between them, some 84 years with their respective (and grateful) husbands—as Lincoln would put it, ‘‘with malice
toward none.’’
Mario M. Cuomo
Harold Holzer
New York, August 1, 2004
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‘‘The Right to Rise Up’’
From a Speech in the U.S. House of Representatives on the
Mexican War
[januar y 12, 1848]
Along with his fellow Whigs in Congress, Lincoln opposed the Mexican
War, arguing it was ‘‘unnecessarily and unconstitutionally commenced by
the President.’’ The war was waged over control of the huge province of
Texas, and Democrats who supported it cited Manifest Destiny to justify
their claims to the additional territory. Lincoln hoped his vocal opposition
would ‘‘distinguish’’ him in the House, but it had a greater impact at home,
where local prowar Democrats mercilessly attacked him. Still, there is no
truth to the story that his antiwar stand doomed his chances for reelection
to Congress. Nomination for a Whig successor had already been decided
under a planned system of rotation. The month after giving this speech,
Lincoln said it ‘‘condensed all I could’’ on the war issue. It was later published as a pamphlet, and Lincoln urged several friends to read it.

Mr. Chairman:
Some, if not all the gentlemen on, the other side of the House, who
have addressed the committee within the last two days, have spoken
rather complainingly, if I have rightly understood them, of the vote
given a week or ten days ago, declaring that the war with Mexico was
unnecessarily and unconstitutionally commenced by the President. I
admit that such a vote should not be given, in mere party wantonness,
and that the one given, is justly censurable, if it have no other, or better
foundation. I am one of those who joined in that vote; and I did so
under my best impression of the truth of the case. How I got this
impression, and how it may possibly be removed, I will now try to
show. When the war began, it was my opinion that all those who,
because of knowing too little, or because of knowing too much, could
not conscientiously approve the conduct of the President, in the beginning of it, should, nevertheless, as good citizens and patriots, remain
silent on that point, at least till the war should be ended. Some leading
democrats, including Ex President Van Buren, have taken this same
view, as I understand them; and I adhered to it, and acted upon it, until
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since I took my seat here; and I think I should still adhere to it, were
it not that the President and his friends will not allow it to be so.
. . . . . . . . . .
. . . I carefully examined the President’s messages, to ascertain what
he himself had said and proved upon the point. The result of this examination was to make the impression, that taking for true, all the
President states as facts, he falls far short of proving his justification;
and that the President would have gone farther with his proof, if it had
not been for the small matter, that the truth would not permit him.
. . . . . . . . . .
Any people anywhere, being inclined and having the power, have the
right to rise up, and shake off the existing government, and form a new
one that suits them better. This is a most valuable,—a most sacred
right—a right, which we hope and believe, is to liberate the world. Nor
is this right confined to cases in which the whole people of an existing
government, may choose to exercise it. Any portion of such people that
can, may revolutionize, and make their own, of so much of the teritory
as they inhabit. More than this, a majority of any portion of such people
may revolutionize, putting down a minority, intermingled with, or near
about them, who may oppose their movement. Such minority, was precisely the case, of the tories of our own revolution. It is a quality of
revolutions not to go by old lines, or old laws; but to break up both, and
make new ones. As to the country now in question, we bought it of
France in 1803, and sold it to Spain in 1819, according to the President’s
statements. After this, all Mexico, including Texas, revolutionized
against Spain; and still later, Texas revolutionized against Mexico. In
my view, just so far as she carried her revolution, by obtaining the actual, willing or unwilling, submission of the people, so far, the country
was hers, and no farther. Now sir, for the purpose of obtaining the very
best evidence, as to whether Texas had actually carried her revolution,
to the place where the hostilities of the present war commenced, let the
President answer the interrogatories, I proposed, as before mentioned,
or some other similar ones. Let him answer, fully, fairly, and candidly.
Let him answer with facts, and not with arguments. Let him remember
he sits where Washington sat, and so remembering, let him answer, as
Washington would answer. As a nation should not, and the Almighty
will not, be evaded, so let him attempt no envasion—no equivocation.
And if, so answering, he can show that the soil was ours, where the first
blood of the war was shed—that it was not within an inhabited country,
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or, if within such, that the inhabitants had submitted themselves to the
civil authority of Texas, or of the United States . . . then I am with him
for his justification. In that case I shall be most happy to reverse the vote
I gave the other day. I have a selfish motive for desiring that the President may do this. I expect to give some votes, in connection with the
war, which, without his so doing, will be of doubtful propriety in my
own judgment, but which will be free from the doubt if he does so. But
if he can not, or will not do this—if on any pretence, or no pretence, he
shall refuse or omit it, then I shall be fully convinced, of what I more
than suspect already, that he is deeply conscious of being in the
wrong—that he feels the blood of this war, like the blood of Abel, is
crying to Heaven against him. That originally having some strong motive—what, I will not stop now to give my opinion concerning—to involve the two countries in a war, and trusting to escape scrutiny, by
fixing the public gaze upon the exceeding brightness of military glory—
that attractive rainbow, that rises in showers of blood—that serpent’s
eye, that charms to destroy—he plunged into it, and has swept, on and
on, till, disappointed in his calculation of the ease with which Mexico
might be subdued, he now finds himself, he knows not where.

‘‘No One Man Should Hold the Power’’
Letter to William H. Herndon
[februar y 15, 1848]
Herndon, Lincoln’s junior law partner and later his biographer, gratuitously took credit for warning Lincoln that his opposition to the Mexican
War meant ‘‘political suicide.’’ In truth, most fellow Whigs supported
Lincoln’s antiwar stand. In this letter, he continued to assail President
James K. Polk’s assumption of war-making powers. Answering Herndon’s concerns about his political future, Lincoln earlier argued that he
had felt ‘‘compelled to speak’’ on the war issue. As president himself,
Lincoln would assume unprecedented executive powers.

Washington, Feb. 15, 1848
Dear William:
Your letter of the 29th. Jany. was received last night. Being exclusively a constitutional argument, I wish to submit some reflections
upon it in the same spirit of kindness that I know actuates you. Let me
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first state what I understand to be your position. It is, that if it shall
become necessary, to repel invasion, the President may, without violation of the Constitution, cross the line, and invade the teritory of another country; and that whether such necessity exists in any given case,
the President is to be the sole judge.
Before going further, consider well whether this is, or is not your
position. If it is, it is a position that neither the President himself, nor
any friend of his, so far as I know, has ever taken. Their only positions
are first, that the soil was ours where hostilities commenced, and second, that whether it was rightfully ours or not, Congress had annexed
it, and the President, for that reason was bound to defend it, both of
which are as clearly proved to be false in fact, as you can prove that
your house is not mine. That soil was not ours; and Congress did not
annex or attempt to annex it. But to return to your position: Allow the
President to invade a neighboring nation, whenever he shall deem it
necessary to repel an invasion, and you allow him to do so, whenever
he may choose to say he deems it necessary for such purpose—and
you allow him to make war at pleasure. Study to see if you can fix any
limit to his power in this respect, after you have given him so much as
you propose. If, to-day, he should choose to say he thinks it necessary
to invade Canada, to prevent the British from invading us, how could
you stop him? You may say to him, ‘‘I see no probability of the British
invading us’’ but he will say to you ‘‘be silent; I see it, if you dont.’’
The provision of the Constitution giving the war-making power to
Congress, was dictated, as I understand it, by the following reasons.
Kings had always been involving and impoverishing their people in
wars, pretending generally, if not always, that the good of the people
was the object. This, our Convention understood to be the most oppressive of all Kingly oppressions; and they resolved to so frame the
Constitution that no one man should hold the power of bringing this
oppression upon us. But your view destroys the whole matter, and
places our President where kings have always stood. Write soon again.
Yours truly,
A Lincoln

